Lithium in depression: a review of the antidepressant and prophylactic effects of lithium.
The therapeutic effects of lithium in depression are reviewed. The acute antidepressant effect of lithium alone is neither as impressive nor as predictable as its antimanic action, nor is it equivalent to that of tricyclic antidepressants. In patients who are 'refractory' to tricyclics or monoamine oxidase inhibitors, combined treatment with lithium may augment antidepressant response. Lithium is an effective prophylactic treatment in both unipolar and bipolar disorder and in the latter is the drug of choice. Aspects of monitoring, such as range of therapeutic plasma levels, dosage regimen and adverse effects, are discussed. Current evidence suggests that, in patients who fail to respond to lithium or are unable to tolerate side-effects, carbamazepine should be considered.